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Then and now: across ten years of 
Arkansas women in agriculture
Paige Acklie*, Jennie Popp†, Donald Johnson§, and Tamara Walkingstick‡
Abstract
The United States Agricultural Census show that between 2002 and 2012, the number of women 
farm operators in Arkansas grew 14% (from 19,856 to 22,637). These women operators have 
made up an increasingly larger percentage of all farm operators in the state (from almost 29% 
to nearly 33%). There is little published information regarding changes over time in the role of 
women in agriculture, their challenges, and factors important to their success. While some sur-
veys of farm women have been conducted, these surveys are generally insufficient because data 
exist only for one point in time. This research uses the first, middle and last years of survey data 
collected across ten years (2005-2014) at Arkansas Women in Agriculture (ARWIA) conferences 
to compare women’s perceptions regarding: 1) factors important to their choice of business activ-
ity, 2) challenges women face in their agriculture-related business, and 3) the decision-making 
roles they hold in that business. Results suggest that women in Arkansas agriculture engage in  
important decision-making on the farm. These women consistently identified across all three 
years, three attributes—applying talents and skills directly, being involved in the community and 
being excited about the work—as important factors in their decision to choose an agricultural 
career. They also identified two problems—keeping good employees and finding/affording a good 
lawyer—within the top five of the largest challenges faced. It is hoped that this set of baseline 
information can be useful not only to researchers and educators interested in addressing needs of 
local women but also in illustrating the continuing changes in women’s roles and their needs, and 
thus the need for extended research over time to address these changes.
* Paige Acklie is a May 2016 honors program graduate with a major in Agribusiness in the Department of Agricultural Economics
and Agribusiness.
† Jennie Popp, the faculty mentor, is a Professor in the Department of Agricultural Economics and Agribusiness and Interim 
   Honors College Associate Dean.
§ Donald Johnson is a Professor in the Department of Agricultural Education, Communications and Technology.
‡ Tamara Walkingstick is an Associate Professor and Associate Center Director with the University of Arkansas System Division 
   of Agriculture’s Arkansas Forest Resources Center, Little Rock.
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Introduction
Women contribute greatly to agricultural and rural 
society because of the roles they play on and off the farm. 
In 1978, there were 104,134 women who were the pri-
mary operators on farms and by 2007 that number had 
increased nearly 300% to 306,209 (Pilgeram and Amos, 
2015). According to the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) 2012 Census, nationally there are 
969,672 women operators of farms (USDA, 2015a). Of 
those women, 29.7% of them are principal operators 
(USDA, 2015a). Between 2002 and 2012, the number of 
women operators in Arkansas grew 14% from 19,430 to 
22,228 (USDA, 2015a, 2015b). The Arkansas agricultural 
sector contributes to the creation of over 280,000 jobs 
and adds $20.1 billion in total value to the state economy 
(English et al., 2014); therefore, the activities of Arkansas’ 
women in agriculture are very important to the overall 
state economy, and are why women’s roles have gained 
significant attention among policymakers and research-
ers. However, little is known in Arkansas regarding if and 
how agricultural women’s roles, challenges, and impor-
tant job attributes have changed over time.
In 2005, the first Arkansas Women in Agriculture 
(ARWIA) conference was established by faculty within 
the University of Arkansas System Division of Agricul-
ture. Now a nonprofit organization, ARWIA’s mission is 
to 1) provide education programs, 2) provide network 
opportunities and 3) identify new ways to balance the 
demands of family, community and professional lives 
(ARWIA, 2016). Since 2005 there has been a statewide 
conference held each year with the exception of 2013, a 
year when regional meetings were facilitated throughout 
the central, eastern, western, and southern parts of the 
state.
Some surveys have been conducted both nationally 
and internationally to examine farm issues; however, 
these surveys are generally insufficient because data exist 
for only one point in time. The purpose of this research is 
to use survey data collected at three of the ARWIA con-
ferences to examine women’s perceptions regarding 1) 
their roles on the farm, 2) the successes and challenges 
they face, 3) how their roles have changed over time, and 
4) how that change has influenced their family lives, agri-
culture, and the rural community.
Materials and Methods
This research used survey data collected during three 
of the nine ARWIA conferences held between 2005 and 
2014. These surveys were developed following methods 
suggested by Salant and Dillman (1994) and Dillman et 
al. (2009). The questions were designed with two types of 
attendees in mind: women who owned farms, ranches, or 
agribusinesses (Owners), and all other women attendees, 
whether they were farm employees or operators work-
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High School in 2012. I graduated in May 2016 from the Dale Bum-
pers College of Agricultural, Food and Life Sciences with a degree in 
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Assistant for Delta Delta Delta, and am a member of the AgriBusi-
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ing in supporting industries, retired, or students (Non-
owners). In total, there were 430 number of attendees at 
these three conferences. All attendees were encouraged 
to complete the survey.
The surveys consisted of six parts: 1) type of agricul-
tural activity, 2) role in their business, 3) decision-mak-
ing and other responsibilities in the business, 4) factors 
that are important in their jobs, and 5) challenges women 
face at their jobs and 6) demographic information (such 
as age, income, hometown, etc). The format of the ques-
tions ranged from multiple choice, open ended, and 
Likert-Scale (SD = strongly disagree, D = disagree, N = 
neutral, A = agree, SA = strongly Agree). 
All survey responses were double-entered into an Excel 
spreadsheet and checked for accuracy. Then all respondents 
across the years were broken into the Owner and Non-
owner groups. Chi square and Fisher Exact tests for cat-
egorical responses were conducted to look for differences 
(P < 0.10) in responses between Owners and Non-owners.
Tests were conducted on questions regarding: 1) factors 
important to their choice of business activity, 2) challeng-
es women face in their agriculture-related business, and 
3) the decision-making roles they hold in that business.
The null hypotheses tested in this research for Owners 
and Non-owners were:
• There is no significant difference in the job attri-
butes that are important or the challenges faced,
over time; further there is no difference in the top
five job attributes or top challenges over time.
• There is no significant difference in the level of
decision-making or the types of decisions made
over time.
Results and Discussion
For the years 2005, 2009 and 2014 there were a total of 
234 usable surveys, representing responses from 54.4% of 
attendees in those years. These women were equally split 
between Owners (117) and Non-owners (117). The larg-
est single age group was 45-54 at 27.39% while 42.99% 
were under 45 years of age, and the remaining 29.62% 
were greater than 65 years of age. Only 10.48% had never 
been married, but 80.79% were married at the time the 
survey was completed. The remainder were either di-
vorced, separated, or widowed. In total, 30.57% had a 
four-year college degree and 22.27% had some post grad-
uate work. Figure 1 shows the top six counties (gray) that 
are most represented by the survey respondents: Wash-
Fig. 1. 2005, 2009, and 2014 Arkansas Women in Agriculture conference attendees by county. The 
counties filled in with gray represent the top six counties in terms of survey respondents: Washington 
(11), Yell (11), Hempstead (9), Lonoke (8), Benton (7), and Monroe (7). The counties filled in with 
pink represent all other counties in attendance, while the counties not highlighted (white) did not 
have any attendees present at the 2005, 2009 and 2014 conferences.
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ington (11), Yell (11), Hempstead (9), Lonoke (8), Benton 
(7), and Monroe (7). Counties filled in with pink repre-
sent all other counties in attendance, while the counties 
not highlighted (white) did not have any attendees pres-
ent at the 2005, 2009 and 2014 conferences.
All respondents were asked to indicate whether 14 
job attributes were important to them in their opera-
tion/business (Table 1). When combining the agree and 
strongly agree responses, all attributes were important 
to at least 50% of Owner respondents each year except 
providing jobs to the community and not making key de-
cisions. Two attributes, trying new ways of doing things 
and being excited about the work, were ranked within the 
top five most important attributes across all three years. 
Applying talents and being involved in the community 
ranked in the top five for two years. However, no statisti-
cal difference (at P = 0.0.5) was found across years for the 
attributes. Being able to meet current financial needs was 
cited more often as being important by 2014 than it had 
been in 2009. Non-owners shared many similarities with 
Owners, but in addition they highly valued being secure 
in their employment future and balancing work and free 
time (Table 2). The importance of providing jobs for the 
community (P = 0.0210) grew significantly over time for 
these women.
All respondents were asked if they faced challenges in 
their business related to 13 areas (Tables 3-4). It is impor-
tant to note that in most cases less than half of the women 
agreed or strongly agreed that they faced any individual 
challenges. However, keeping up with environmental 
regulations was an exception as it was the top problem 
cited by over 85% of Owners each year. Finding/affording 
a good lawyer followed at 45% to 50%. No significant dif-
ferences were found in any of the responses in this subset. 
Non-owners face many of the same problems as Owners, 
however a greater percentage of these women have chal-
lenges being respected in the industry, and while there is 
no significant difference across the three years, there was 
an increase in percentage between 2005 and 2009 from 
37% to 50% and this percentage had not changed by 2014 
from its 2009 level. 
Respondents were asked if they share business mak-
ing power, have sole decision-making power or have 
no power in decisions regarding their business/opera-
tions (Table 5). Over time, a larger numerical percentage 
of Owners have gained sole power in decision making 
(4.47% in 2005, 14.29% by 2014) while the Non-owners 
have no decision-making power (28.33% in 2005, 36.84% 
in 2014). However, there were no significant differences 
in the level of power across time for either group.
Respondents were asked who is involved in seven 
decision-making areas (Tables 6-8). As expected, these 
types of activities were generally more relevant to owners 
than to nonowners. 
Table	5.	Decision-making	power	in	women’s	businesses.	
2005	 2009	 2014	 P-value	
Owners	
No	decision-making	power	 4.17	 0	 0	
0.3599	I	share	decision-making	power	 91.67	 90.00	 85.71	
I	have	sole	power	 4.17	 10.00	 14.29	
Non-owners	
No	decision-making	power	 28.33	 28.57	 36.84	
0.6321	I	share	decision-making	power	 66.67	 57.14	 57.89	
I	have	sole	power	 5.00	 14.29	 5.26	
Note:	*P	<	0.10.	**P	<	0.05.	***P	<	0.01.	
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In one year, only one activity is an exception in which 
12% or less of all women (owners and Non-owners com-
bined) said that this activity was not relevant to their 
business and/or home roles at all. The percentage of Own-
ers listing sole decision making increased between 2005 
and 2009 for all areas except household expenditures. In 
nearly all cases, the percentage of women who had sole 
decision power in specific areas in 2014 reverted to 2005 
levels. No significant differences were found. There were 
significant increases in the percentage of Non-owners 
who participated in decisions related to whether to buy 
equipment (P = 0.0033), where and when to sell products 
(P = 0.0260) and hiring workers (P = 0.0812).
Hypothesis Testing Results
Based on the results, we fail to reject the hypotheses 
for significant differences except in the cases of:
Job attributes
• Non-owners–providing jobs for the community
and meeting financial needs
Types of decisions
• Non-owners–whether to buy major equipment;
when/where to sell products and hiring workers
Numerically, numbers appeared very different in 
places between 2005 and 2009 as well as from 2009 to 
2014. Research has suggested that the 2008-2009 world 
economic crisis had negative impacts on U.S. agricul-
ture (Shane et al., 2009; Liefert and Shane, 2009). It led 
to a reduction in demand for U.S. exports and lowered 
commodity process compared to earlier years. As a re-
sult, in general, farm incomes fell and agricultural real 
estate lost some value. These impacts, felt mostly in 2009 
and 2010, could help at least the numerical differences 
in 2009 compared to 2005 and 2014. Further statistical 
testing that includes analyses of other years between 2005 
and 2014 is needed to truly evaluate whether statistical 
differences exist for the 2008-2009 years and other years.
Differences (though not statistically tested) were 
found in the ranking of many of the important job at-
tributes and challenges when looking at Owners and 
Non-owners. Since Owners and Non-owners have differ-
ent levels of control within the company, there are differ-
ences in the challenges they face. Generally, Owners are 
gaining more power within the company and are much 
more heavily involved in important business decisions; 
this can leave Non-owners with less opportunity for in-
volvement. In addition, what is important to Non-owners 
will be very different from Owners because Non-owners 
reported the need to feel secure in their employment. 
In many parts of the U.S., the number of women in ag-
riculture and the number of women principal operators 
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is continuing to rise. Many organizations have formed in 
part to better understand the expanding roles of women 
in agriculture. This paper presents some of the findings 
of a research study aimed at understanding the structure 
of women in agriculture in Arkansas. While few signifi-
cant differences existed over time, the majority of women 
surveyed played a sole or joint role in much of the busi-
ness decision making. Additional analysis of the data is 
needed to help highlight the differences between Own-
ers and Non-owners (if any) across individual years to 
help better understand if the roles of these two groups of 
women are diverging or coming together.
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